
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/photo/postphotos/orb/asection/2007-08-07/13.htm




At 0747 on 05 Sep 15, HEALY 

became the first unaccompanied 

U.S. Surface Vessel to reach the 

North Pole. 



The U.S. has at least 1 million square kms (1 ½ x 

Texas) of outer shelf – could be 2x that size. 

Arctic claim extends 600+ miles from the coast.  

 

Exclusive rights over the natural resources on and 

under the continental shelf (est. to be trillions $$): 

 

Petroleum (oil, gas, and gas hydrates)  and 

minerals – gold, lead, zinc…. 

 

Rare earth minerals - manganese nodules, 

ferromanganese crusts & polymetallic sulfides.… 

 

“Sedentary” species  (clams, crabs, scallops, 

sponges, corals, mollusks, etc)  

Why Does Mapping the Arctic and Other 

Extended Continental Shelf Regions 

Matter to the US? 





In 1945, President Harry S. Truman made the first international 

assertion that the continental shelf contiguous to a coastal state was 

subject to its sovereign power. 

 

“The Government of the United States regards the natural 

resources of the subsoil and seabed of the continental shelf beneath 

the high seas but contiguous … as appertaining to the United States, 

subject to its jurisdiction and control.” 

 

Landmass attachment theory – i.e., the “contiguous” nature of shelves 

to the land area of a nation makes extension of state sovereignty to 

them “reasonable.” 

 

 

Who First Claimed the Shelf? 

The 1958 LOSC (the first) provided that a coastal state could define 

the limits of its shelf, as long as adjacent continental shelf , 

<200meters in depth, and close enough to exploit the resources. 



The “State of the Law” Today on ECS Claims 

 

Today’s LOSC provides that a Party ‘s sovereign rights over the ECS  

are final and binding on other parties to the LOSC if properly 

submitted and reviewed by the Commission on the Limits of the 

Continental Shelf (CLCS) .  

 

Parties to the Convention can appoint commissioners to the CLCS 

and weigh in on the submissions of other nations. 

 

Parties have ten years from joining the Convention to make 

submissions to the CLCS.  With the Convention entering into force in 

1994, submissions are accelerating.  57 submissions have been 

made to date, including submissions from Russia and Norway 

regarding the Arctic. 



 Norway  

 Submission to CLCS in 2006; supportive 

recommendations received in 2009 

 Denmark   

 Submission to CLCS in 2014 

 Russia  

 Submission to CLCS in 2001; revised submission 2015 

 Canada 

 Submission to CLCS expected in 2016 or 2017 

 United States 

 Expected to delineate outer limits in 2019 

Coastal States’  

ECS in the Arctic 



How is the extent of an ECS determined? 

Formula Lines (Two Options) 



What types of data do we need? 

Bathymetric Data 
Used to determine foot of the slope 

Seismic Data 
Used to determine sediment thickness 

Seafloor 

Base of 

Sediments 



PROJECTED U.S. ECS CLAIMS 



Commission on Limits of Continental Shelf (CLCS) 

 

A coastal State submits its coordinates, data, and analyses to CLCS.  21 

members, all scientists. 

 

CLCS makes recommendations back to coastal State.  Cannot address 

boundaries – i.e. when shelves overlap. 

 

Purpose?  International recognition.  If the coastal State establishes its 

ECS limits “on the basis of” CLCS recommendations, those limits are 

“final and binding.”  

Why the interest now?  10 year clock.  (not a race or due to climate 

change) 

 

79 countries likely have an ECS, including all 5 Arctic States. 

55 submissions, 16 recommendations from CLCS, an additional 45 

preliminary information documents.   

 

Who Decides Whether Fair 

Claim?  



9 cruises (4 with Canada) 
 

Bathymetric Data 

Area mapped:  ~420,000 km2  

(Larger than Texas) 
 

Seismic Data 

Seismic tracklines:  ~15,000 km  

(LA to NYC x 3.5) 
 

Seismic data collection 

completed in 2011; joint cruises 

have concluded  

 

DOS team in CO compiling 

submission 
 

 

Arctic Data Collection Missions 
Accomplishments 



 Bathymetric Data Collection  

 Arctic Ocean (2003, 2004, 2007, 2008, 

2009, 2010, 2011, 2012) 

 Atlantic Ocean (2004, 2005, 2008, 2012)  

 Bering Sea (2003) 

 Gulf of Alaska (2005) 

 Gulf of Mexico (2007) 

 Northern Marina Islands & Guam (2006, 

2007, 2010) 

 Seismic Data Collection 

 Arctic Ocean (2008, 2009, 2010, 2011) 

 Gulf of Alaska (2011) 

 Bering Sea (2011) 

 Data Management  

 Developing metadata standards for 

bathymetric and seismic data (2008-

present) 

Northern Mariana Islands 

East Coast 

Gulf of Mexico 

What has been done so far? 

http://www.usgs.gov/


Shelf Takeaways…. 
 

America’s extended continental shelf is the 21st century Louisiana 

purchase.  ECS could be 1 ½ times the size of TX. 

 

As demands for energy rise, ECS will become critical to American 

economic/national security.   

 

Claiming and safely exploiting the shelf will require both science and 

governance.   

 

The Coast Guard offers unique value proposition – America still needs 

icebreakers for science (as well as other missions), and no one else 

offers more global leadership at the IMO or with industry. 


